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Prefatory Note

Thirteen years ago Ernest Albert Thurkauf published his fine memoir One
Small Lifetime (New York: Vantage Press, 1983.) It contains his reminiscences

of a busy life starting in Liestal, Switzerland, and including stays in Alberta,
Canada, several regions of the United States and, eventually, faraway lands irt the
Pacific. At age 87 Ernest Albert Thurkauf revisited the region of his early years,
located in the canton Basel-Land, which he whimsically calls his "Shangri-La."
This issue offers an account of his experiences on his return visit, as well as a
newspaper report of his and his mother's and other siblings' journey across the
Atlantic in 1915, a year of submarine warfare.

The issue concludes with a

captivating account of a return visit to Alberta, Canada, where E. A. Thurkauf
grew to manhood; and a brief excerpt from Thurkaurs book describing his
family's difficulties entering the United States in 1924.
Ernest A. Thurston, his son, kindly prepared the camera-ready copy for
this issue which is gratefully acknowledged. Like his father, he is an exceptional
Swiss-American, a loyal member of the SAHS, and a generous human being. His
understanding for his father's past is as unusual as it is beautiful.
May Ernest Albert Thurkauf accept this issue of the SAHS Review as a
special greeting of the SAHS for his eighty-ninth birthday!

Leo Schelbert and

H. Dwight Page, Editors
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I.
A FINAL VISIT TO THE LAND OF MY BIRTH
BASELLAND,SWITZERLAND

JUNE 1994
Ernest Albert Thurkauf

My Return to Shangri-La

In June 1994, shortly after my 87th birthday, I travelled to Switzerland to
spend one more month in the land of my birth.
Why did I go?
1.

For a final look.

2.

For my mother's sake.

3.

To learn as much as possible about Baselland.

4.

To learn about relatives.

5.

To learn about my parents' early life.

6.

To learn why my father left there.

7.

To see our large house again, and find out when it was
built.

8.

To ask why father went away from so fine a life.

9.

To ask why did mother go too.

10.

To get away from waiting for death.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol32/iss2/1
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11.

I also wanted to see how the city of Liestal had changed
since my last visit there in 1971 (when I visited Switzerland for a month, but only spent 3 or 4 days in Liestal.)

12.

To walk all the streets again.

13.

Also to see the surrounding area.

14.

To learn about Oberwil, my family's "ancestral village."

15.

To investigate our ancestry -- from Oberwil.

Mother was exiled 30 years in America -- so I spent 30 days in Liestal,
one for every year she was isolated and banished!
My mind was constantly on such thoughts as I daily walked the streets of
Liestal. Tired as I was, I never reached the point of exhaustion such as she did - especially when she walked behind the harrows with a four-horse team [One

Small Lifetime, page 79.J My 30 days for her 30 years was poor compensation
for a devoted mother who almost died to bring me into the world! [One Small

Lifetime, bottom of page 4. J

Return to Switzerland
A Final Visit at my Life's End

There comes a time in life when one wants to take a final look at one's
present and past. And for me "that time" was June-July, 1994.
I met five first cousins, and some of their offspring. They helped me
immeasurably in my search for answers to my questions.
I was curious why father, Emil Thiirkauf, had left that beautiful house he
built in 1907. He couldn't have left because of any financial problems. Mother
was an excellent sewing instructor in Liestal, with an excellent salary. Father at
the time was employed by a grocery warehouse -- probably with good pay.
True, mother was more prominent in the city than he. Could he have
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envied her for that standing? The loan for the house was probably granted more
because of mother's higher pay and civic standing.
But why did he leave? And why at that time (1913) when mother was
pregnant with her last child? (Dido 't he know this?)
He had not much money for any start in Canada. He had to borrow that?
From whom?

Perhaps his brother Albert?

Or from mother's brothers and

sisters? Or even from his sister Louise?
When I visited Switrerland in 1971, it was in Basel that his brother Albert
was in tears as he asked me "Why didn't my brother ever write to me?" I had
no answer for that.
But this year ( 1994) I met pa's niece Martha Wyss. She gave me a photo
showing father in front of a log cabin he had built, north of Evansburg, Alberta.

It was a postal card dated December 7, 1913, and was sent to his sister Louise
Thiirkauf in Liestal.
On pages 48 and 49 of One Small Lifetime, March 25, 1915, mother had
written that she had hoped that "Emil sends me additional travel money" -- that
she needed at least another $600.
So, who did loan mother enough money for the trip to Alberta, Canada?
Our parents had friends who left Liestal and moved to Luseland,
Saskatchewan, Canada. Father went there as a farm laborer, but that didn't pay
much, as he stated in a letter dated June 29, 1913 [see One Small Lifetime, page

48.J
$600 looked like a fortune -- so where did the money come from? Pa told
me in later years that coal mine pay was about $2.00 per day!
Again, why did he leave his family and that beautiful house in Liestal?
During his life in North America my father never mentioned his Swiss
people. He had left behind two brothers, five sisters, and his father.
I remember from my early years in Canada father and mother having
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fights over money they owed folks in Switzerland. Mother had written her sister

[One Small Lifetime, page 53] that "Emil has earned $139.00 this month
[November 1915] in Evansburg coal mine, so we can send you some money
soon." Elsewhere [bottom ofpage 54] she mentioned about "sending $30 on my
debt, etc."
I remember the day in Carbonado, Washington, in late 1929, mother's
relief when she finally sent the last payment to her sister Elisabeth.
At this late date I am still confused over all those early happenings. And
in Switzerland on both of my visits I never inquired of relatives. On both visits
I learned to keep my eyes and ears open -- but kept my mouth shut!
Father had always been quarrelsome -- in the mines, on the farms, everywhere. He quarrelled with me and with mother. The quarrels became very nasty
at times. And because I sided with mother he took it out on me.
In her very last letter to Elisabeth, mother ended with "Home again, home

again, is my oft great wish!"
That started me to thinking, "I'm now 87 years old, with nothing to do but
await death. Why not return to Switzerland in her place?" That started a new
and great adventure for me!
I had wanted to visit Switzerland at least three times since wife Florence's
death, but I found myself in the hospital three times. At the beginning of 1994
I contacted my cousin Monika Braun, and she agreed it would be a splendid thing
to do. She got busy and began to plan an itinerary for me; suggesting I write
introductory letters to the city governments of Liestal and Oberwil in Kanton
Baselland -- and also to the Baselland Archivist-Historian Dr. Matthias Manz.
Enthusiastic replies came back, so I set a departure time while Monika engaged a room at Hotel Engel (The Angel) in Liestal. Mr. Hartmann gave me a

reasonable rate, especially since I planned to make my entire stay in Baselland.
I wrote a daily activity diary. My flight was on Swissair from Atlanta,
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after flying Delta from Asheville to Atlanta.
From Atlanta to Zurich the flight was mostly in darkness. My mind was
constantly on the shortness of this crossing -- eight hours as compared to the 23
days it had taken my dear mother with four little children.
Father had preceded us by more than two years. His departure was before
World War I. Our crossing came in 1915 when the war was on. We had to go
out through Genoa, Italy, as heavy fighting was already going on in AlsaceLorraine and France.
The British liner Lousitania, coming from New York, had been torpedoed
near Ireland on May 7, 1915, with heavy loss of life.
Mother had been sewing for friends in Tenniken, Baselland. The ladies
told her that this was not the time for an ocean crossing. But we departed from
Genoa on the Dante Alighieri on May 29, and had to pass not far from where the

Amalia Braun Thiirkauf
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Lousitania had gone down. Mother was fearful of the crossing, but luckily· no
German submarine spotted us. Several months after our arrival in Alberta, the
newspapers carried the news that our ship also was torpedoed -- on its next
westward crossing of the Atlantic.
We survived that adventure, but mother's problems continued for 30 more
years, in Canada and later in the United States.
All joys and sorrows were dutifully recorded in her many letters to her
sister back home, which Elisabeth sent me after my mother's death in 1945. I
later translated them all from German into English, recording only the anecdotes
concerning the family.

These letters are excerpted in my book One Small

Lifetime.
And now here I was making that last return trip my mother never got to

make.
Day 1. Monday, June 20, 1994. Left Asheville at 5:05 p.m., arriving
Atlanta at 5:58. Departed Atlanta on Swissair at 7: 15 p.m., arriving Zurich
10: 15 a.m. the next morning.

Day 2. Tuesday, June 21. I was delighted to see Monika Braun and
Christian Thony awaiting me at the airport. After a short visit Christian went
home, and Monika drove me to Liestal in her auto. I was shown to the room in
the Hotel Engel. After a pleasant visit with Mr. Hartmann and the staff, I retired
to rest. I had not slept during the night flight, so was very tired.

Day 3. Wednesday, June 22. I had not slept well, but got out and did
a short walk.

And back to bed for more rest, in anticipation of the events

scheduled for the next day.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2021

9

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 32 [2021], No. 2, Art. 1

9

Day 4. Thursday, June 23. My son Ernie Thurston and his daughter
Korie had taken a night train from Paris, and arrived in Liestal in the early
morning. A reception for me at the Liestal City Hall was scheduled for 11 :00
a.m. I, Monika and her husband Teddy Riedo, and Ernie with Korie walked over
to the Rathaus to meet with Liestal President Wuthrich. Present also were Henry
and Mary Braun, from Chur; also Martha Ludin-Graflin, from Diegten; and
Annemarie Maag-Buttner. Others were there too.
It was a great gathering. I was presented with a book on Baselland and
two bottles of Liestal wine. This date happened to be the 117th birthdate of my
mother, Amalia Thurkauf. After a round of toasts -- with wine -- to each other,
I opened my briefcase and showed Mr. Wuthrich my credentials.
Father, mother, and their four children had all been born in Liestal. I displayed my birth certificate, and mother's certificates as a sewing teacher; also the
family Heimatschein showing our connection as members of the Thurkauf family
of Oberwil -- the ancestral home of the Thurkauf clan.
After a most enjoyable time, all the group adjourned to the Restaurant
Neu-Haus for a very delicious lunch, and more wine for more toasts to all.
Slowly we departed, each to his or her area. And I went back to Hotel Engel,
which would be my home for the next month.

Day 5. Friday, June 24. The rest of Ernie's family-- Copper, Ron, and
Meda -- arrived from Paris this day. Dominique Rudin, grandson of my mother's
sister Sophie, had planned a very special evening for us at his home on
Rotackerstrasse.

Present were the Rudins, the Thurston/Coggins group,

Dominique's sister Sylvia, and of course Monika and Teddy. Another round of
good eating and drinking, and toasts to each other. This fine gathering ended
after midnight! By this time I was tired.
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Day 6. Saturday, June 25. Ernie's family left this morning -- he to
return in a few days, the others for France, Spain, and Italy. I walked around
the city, visited the Carl Spitteler monument, and located the Catholic church and
the Swissair travel office. Daily I get my lunch at various cafes, and every day
I have a glass of good "Bier."

Day 7. Sunday, June 26. This day I spent walking around the city. I
had to go see that large beautiful house on the Burg that my father built, and his
cow barn for two cows and a horse. This small building is now a residence, it
having been remodeled after our departure in 1915.

Visited with Elisabeth

Weber-Gysin and her mother, the current owners. I also located my schoolhouse
of long ago. It is now the city's maintenance workshop. I had my first two
years of schooling there (1913-14.)
I walked the path along the Oristal Brook, and located the bridge across
which father used to go to his work at the wholesale grocery warehouse.

I

remembered well when Betty and I had come off the Burg and went on that trail
to await Pa at the end of his work day. It must have been in late 1912 (before
Pa left for Alberta.) I was perhaps six years old, and Betty four. The river bank
was steep, and Betty fell over and rolled to the bottom. I crawled down to help
but was not strong enough to get her up to the path. Fortunately, Pa happened
along across the bridge, and helped us up. He put Betty on his shoulder and took
me by my hand -- back to the big house!
So here I was this day -- as a nice lady came by. I said "good morning,"
and she replied in English! We had some conversation. She said her name was
Maj a Huber, so I walked back the trail with her to where she lived. She had
spent some months in the States with a sister who lived there for 20 years. But
Maja had an eye problem, was 39 years old and retired on a disability pension.
I took a picture of her, and will send her a copy from home. This evening cousin
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Martha Liidin came to visit and we had supper together at the Hotel Engel. She
gave me a carton of cherries and two chocolate bars. Sylvia Rudin also came
later. It was a fine evening.

Day 8. Monday, June 27. Monika came and we went for the visit and
interview with journalist Peter Rentsch. He put together a story on me, with
photos [which was published in •Baselbiet Aktuell• Nr. 11/94, September 15,

1994. This generated much interest in the history of the 1harkauffamily in North
America.]

Day 9. Tuesday, June 28. Ernie has returned to spend a few more days
with me in Liestal.

Monika and Teddy gave us a tour around the outlying

villages, and dinner at a place up in the Jura mountains near Langenbruck.

Day 10. Wednesday, June 29. I walked the "memory trail" again -- up
the Oristaler path. I met another lady who spoke English very well. She had
spent two years in a Boston college studying art. She was on her way up the path
to teach an art group. So I took her picture, and will send her a copy when I get
home. Her name is Isabelle Buess, and she lives in Bubendorf.
This evening Monika, Teddy, Ernie, and I went to dinner at Biel Lake,
at the Hotel Rousseau in La Neuville.

Day 11. Thursday, June 30. Ernie left last evening. I paid hotel bill
for first week. So ·now I was alone -- and went to walking the streets again. I
was always fascinated to watch people and buses going everywhere. Back to the
Gitterli for a ham sandwich and "bier." Copper called me -- said she will go to
Florence, Italy from Geneva, and Ernie should meet her at the train station. I
passed the word to Monika where Ernie was staying for a day.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol32/iss2/1
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Day 12. Friday, July 1. It's so hot every day. I drink lots of water and
beer. I try to speak with people, but few can say more than "O.K!" I bought a
map of Baselland today, and from this map I began to learn about the area and
the outlying villages.

Day 13. Saturday, July 2. This day I decided to visit cousin Martha
Wyss and husband Otto. She is the daughter of my father's young sister Louise.
I walked the short distance of about two miles. She speaks no English -- but with
my broken Swiss we got along great.
She showed me letters my mother had written to her mother. A fine visit
for 3 hours. She gave me two very special photos -- one of grandfather Albert
Thilrkauf in Swiss army uniform of 1893. He had been the band leader at the
army barracks right across the street from the Hotel Engel. The second photo is
a picture of my father at the cabin he built in 1913-14 at Evansburg, Alberta -the log cabin we never lived in. So ended another fine day.

Day 14. Sunday, July 3.

I attended the beautiful Catholic church,

though I could not understand the mass in German, but could follow it. At end
of service I had a talk with the priest, with the help of a lady who spoke English
very well.

Sunday afternoon I went to the cemetery, then for lunch at the

Gitterli. Photographed the Methodist church. Later, Martha Lildin-Graflin came
from Diegten. Had lunch in the Engel. I told her I could not find the grave of
grandfather Josef Braun. And she told me why. Bodies are permitted to stay in
graves for 25 to 28 years, then must vacate for others. Not room in Switzerland
for permanent body burial.
I got a night phone call from Monika.

She will pick me up at 9:30

tomorrow to go to Pratteln to visit an electrical school.
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. Day 15. Monday, July 4. We went to visit the school. Class is out for
vacation, but the teacher, Rene Greiner, was still there. It was interesting, but
I saw no large power equipment. It is really a beginners' school. Students from
here go on for advanced training in industrial plants.

But they here go into

electronics, telephones, and controls. I watched the TV show "Trans-America,"
by Kurt Schaad.
Schelbert!

Very good.

And who do I see but my good friend Leo

After the show I phoned Leni Grieder.

She will come visit on

Sunday.

Day 16. Tuesday, July S. This morning I mailed 8 picture post cards
and two letters -- one to Dick O'Neill and the other to Leo Schelbert. Then I
walked around to locate the street where I will meet with Dr. Manz on Thursday
at 2: 15. Then over to the central city Reformed Church. An organist was busy
practicing, so I sat for an hour listening. 1 Then to lunch and first bier. In the

It was during one of those organ practices that it came to my mind that my mother was . also an
organist in Switzerland, and then in Alberta on our first farm at Mannville.
A man and wife, neighbors about a mile away, who became friends of mother and father, finally
decided to quit trying to farm. They had an old mostly-wood organ, with foot-pedal and air pressure box to
produce the sound. They gave it to my mother. Pa and I, with sled and horses, brought it to our farm, and
mother used to play it. It went with us from farm to farm, and ended in the last log cabin we lived in.
It was on a blizzard day in the winter of 1923 that our supply of fire wood ran out. Pa had already
gone to the States. We had no heat and were near to freezing, the blizzard was too cold, I could not go out
to the woods about 5 miles away. I and the kids and mother were desperate. Mother cried, but agree.d that
my idea was the only solution! I got the axe and chopped that organ into pieces that fit into the stove's fire
box. We kept warm! Three days later the blizzard abated, and John -- then 10 -- and I took off with sled
and horses and brought back a load of firewood! Later that spring we departed for Washington State.
Before I started chopping up the organ, Mother wanted to play a few more tunes. She was crying.
There is a bit more to the story. To get firewood, John and I had to cross a lake -- going and
coming. The roadway around the lake had been blocked by snow drifts. On the way back the ice cracked,
and water gushed above it. But we kids, horses, and wood did not go down into the deep -- if we had I would
not be here today. Nearer home the load of wood shifted going down a hillside, and the chains came loose.
Sled and wood parted. The horses stopped at the bottom of the hill, and we had to reload everything.
Leo Schelbert and Dr. Manz both asked me why father had departed from Switzerland in 1913. I
told them I didn't know. And still don't. But I think that father borrowed money from all his relatives, and
most of that never repaid. He went to Luseland, Saskatchewan, at the invitation of the Scholers, who were
also from Liestal. I have a faint idea that he worked his way across the Atlantic on a cattle boat.
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evening I had my second beer, and dinner of ~usage and rostli. Also showed my
book to Mrs. Hartmann.

She is interested in it.

I did my laundry in the

bathroom, and hung them in the window to dry.

Day 17. Wednesday, July 6. More sightseeing around town. There was

a note in my hotel key box, from Leni Grieder. She will come Sunday morning
at 10 o'clock. It should be an interesting day for me -- with a cousin born after
mother and kids had departed in 1915. I photographed "Heidi" Kroll in the Engel
office, and will send her a picture.

Day 18. Thursday, July 7. I bought another roll of film, then went to
center city church and listened to another organ practice. Then I walked around - met some men in a hardware shop and discussed as best I could about what I'm
doing here in Liestal. They told me to go to Oberwil where many Thilrkaufs
live.
Afternoon meeting with Dr. Matthias Manz.

A fine afternoon!

He

brought our family records -- of Peter Thilrkauf, my great grandfather, and
others. Showed documents on the house father had built on the Burg; that it had
been purchased by my aunt and her two brothers. I can recall my mother in a
letter to Leis, her sister, dated March 25, 1915, where she stated that she is in
need of another $600 for the trip to Canada. I'm now thinking she got her equity
on the house for this trip. But for that money, we would never have departed
Switzerland. Father had no money, not at his last pay of under $2.00 per day!

Day 19. Friday, July 8. Last night after a day's walking my feet gave
me trouble, both swelled, then cramps in both legs. This continued until midnight. I could not move my legs, and I wondered if I'd had a stroke. Finally I
got up to sit on the bed so I could massage my legs.
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Dr. Manz may try to trace the Thilrkauf clan as far back as possible. I'm
looking forward to meeting with Leni Grieder-Graflin.

Day 20. Saturday, July 9. This morning my feet are back to normal,
and I can get them into the shoes. I was informed that here in Switzerland they
have many diabetics too, even as in the "States." But people here seem to be
very active, not many fat nor oversize.

They walk a lot, and ride bicycles.

Young women are slim and cute! This day I again walked the path toward the
Konsumverein.

Today this building is a schoolhouse.

Monika called this

evening. She will contact Oberwil for the meeting.

Day 21. Sunday, July 10. Leni and Martha picked my up at 10. Drove
her car all day -- up into the Emmental valley and numerous villages.

It is

interesting country, it climbs steadily upward the further south it goes. The sky
was not clear enough to see the Alps. The city of Solothum is interesting -- a
Catholic community with several very beautiful churches.
Then we went up to Burgdorf, Emmental. We stopped to watch a cheesemaking operation, and on to Heimiswil, the "Gasthof Lowen" for an excellent
dinner. Then down to Langenbruck for a thirst-quencher, and on to Diegten to
take Martha home. On the way, from there we passed the outskirts of Tenniken!
Oh, how I would have loved to explore that village; my last time there was in
1915 just before we left for Canada.

Day 22. Monday, July 11. This morning I packed my large bag -- even
to where I got the two bottles of wine from Liestal inside. Then I autographed
a copy of my book and took it to city hall, but Mayor Wilthrich was not there,
so I left it with a secretary. I walked around "Old Liestal" again, but walking is
beginning to wear me out. My last week here -- but it's getting to be monoto-
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nous. My feet hurt again. So over for a lunch and bier, and rest my tired feet.
I still think I had a stroke the other day.
I must find out which train will take me to the airport in a week. I asked
a clerk at the train station, but he couldn't understand English.
Oh, what might have been ... ! If great grandfather had departed from this
beautiful land in the early 1800's, what a different opportunity might have come
our way -- all of us who came after him in North America. Our American West
was still wild and open then! But take heart, Peter, I will depart from here in a
week.

Father Emil left here 81 years ago to find a new horizon, even as

Magellan and Columbus had done centuries earlier. Father set out to find a new
life, but never realized that he had left a far greater life behind. So, in 1994 I
had to return to Baselland to find out for myself how great life is here too.
I can now definitely say that had my mother returned for a visit she would
have enjoyed it too; but she would have missed all her dear friends and relatives
who have long gone to their eternal rests!

Day 23. Tuesday, July 12. This morning I took the camera and walked
several miles over to the field where, as a boy of seven, I had seen Switzerland's
first airman, Oskar Bider, take off in 1914. It was in the Waldenburgertal, on
the road from Langenbruck, perhaps near to Bubendorf. Then back to the Gitterli
Hotel for a sandwich and bier. From there I went to sit on the bench at the
Methodist church where I had been baptized in April 1907. As I came into my
Engel room the phone rang -- Monika of course.

She will pick me up on

Wednesday at 3:00 p.m. and take me to look at her studio, then on to Oberwil.
The mayor had just called her. He set the time for the reception at the city hall
at 5:00 p.m., then the whole group was to go up to the "Ponderosa Farm" for a
final activity. This afternoon I got a phone call from Annemarie Maag-Buttner.
She came over to the Engel and brought me an old book listing teachers in Liestal
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long ago. My mother's achievements as a teacher are included in this book. We
ended with a fine conversation about many things in general. Time is moving on!

Day 24. Wednesday, July 13. A short walk this morning. I must save
my strength for the coming reception in Oberwil. Then I went to the Schweizerhof for a sandwich and bier. Monika picked me up at 3 p.m., then to her studio,
and on to Oberwil at 5. We received an enthusiastic welcome at city hall. The
president of Oberwil, Mr. Rudolf Mohler, and city council members bid us
welcome. Photos were made by several. After the fellowship gathering around
the council table we all got into autos and went up the mountain to have a look
at the city in the valley and surrounding countryside, and a look at comers of
France, Germany, and Baselland. Then up to the home of a former president of
Baselland who did me great honors, all because I "came home" after nearly 80
years!
From that place we drove to the Ponderosa Farm and met the owners -- .
the Thilrkauf family! We enjoyed a wonderful evening of fellowship, good food,
and good wine. It was after midnight before we all went down to Oberwil and
then departed for our respective homes. But before the departure we were given
a last drink of black coffee and schnaps! Monika got me back to Liestal near one
o'clock in the morning. What an evening it had been!

Day 25. Thursday, July 14. This morning I had my return flight to
Atlanta confirmed at the Swissair travel office at the bank -- the Basellandschaftliche Kantonsbank -- by a lady named Claudia. Mr. and Mrs. Achilles
Reichert came in their car this afternoon and took me to their beautiful home in
Lupsingen for a visit. It was great for me to finally have a face-to-face talk with
the man I had corresponded with for over ten years. He is now retired, a former
librarian of Liestal. I had sent him four of my books for his library. I also told
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him about the great meeting at Oberwil the day before.

Day 26. Friday, July 15. I met Annemarie Maag-Bilttner and Dr. Hans
R. Schneider at a sidewalk cafe. We had good conversation and coffee. Then
Herr Schneider invited me to come with him for a visit at his Dichter und

Autoren (poets and authors) Museum on the top floor of the Rathaus.

I was

privileged to sign the visitors' register. I saw the fine displays on Carl Spitteler's
and others' literary works. Had lunch and a bier at a cafe, then back to Hotel
Engel. Took a picture of Christine Hartmann. I also bought a gift for my U.S.
friend Frankie McFee, in a shop in Fischmarktstrasse near a house where my
mother grew up. Martha Wyss-Stiirchler came to the hotel to bid me goodbye.
She gave me an aerial photo of her house. I took two photos of her. She had
come on her bicycle!

Day 27. Saturday, July 16. This afternoon Martha Lildin and son John
came to visit me from Diegten. They took me for a ride in their car up to the
observation tower. All of us climbed the spiral stairway to the top platform. I
took photos of Liestal, far down in the valley.

We then drove among some

outlying villages near Sissach, and back to the Engel for food and drinks.

Day 28. Sunday, July 17. I got up early this morning and listened to
Torli Bell! So many memories! The city's upper gate -- the "Tor" in German - was built in 1250, and the clock in the bell tower has "ticked ofr' the hours,
years, and centuries ever since. In the stillness of each night, and even as I slept
with my Engel window open, I could hear Torli sing its song of ages -- since

1250:

I sing and ring my song of ages
And I babble onward as I go
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To join the rushing torrent.
For men will come and men will go,
But I will ring forever!
Then I went to Catholic mass. And more photos in the streets. Packed
everything into my two bags. Finally got a correct train schedule for my trip to
the airport Tuesday.
So many times I sit at the Engel window in my room and look down on
the street. I see the young women pushing their babies around in carriages, and
my memories carry me back to long ago -- 87 years back to when my dear
mother pushed me around these same streets. My wonderful Swiss mother never
realized in those years what a good life the surrounding streets and parks offered
to the children she would bring into the world.

And she could never have

pictured at the time life in the wilds of Alberta and all the cruel hard years that
would follow.
Oh, the hard work she would do on the farms and in the mining camps -driving horses on hay rigs, manure wagons, and on harrows with four-horse
teams! That she would wash miners' dirty clothing on a scrub board up at "Mile
40" in the Canadian Rockies. And so much more hard work, helping to build the
barn at Killawog, New York. And her home-sickness through the years; her own
problems with diabetes. Oh yes, these memories would not leave me as I sat and
looked down into the street.

Day 29. Monday, July 18. Yesterday evening, and again this morning,
a man called me. He couldn't speak English, and I could barely understand him.
I finally understood his name, Wenk. But I could at the time not grasp what he
was talking about. I thought he was saying that my father's name was Albert and
my grandfather's Emil; that he got this from old church records.
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confused and hung up the phone. Then I called Monika and_asked her if she
knew of a man named Wenk. She called me back and said she had talked with
the man and learned that he was a step-son of my aunt Elisabeth. I began to
realize that this was Karl Wenk, Jr., of the family my aunt had taken over after

the death of Karl Wenk, Sr's. wife. Memories came back to me about Karl
Wenk's death on a motorcycle when he and aunt Sophie were on their way to a
Swiss exhibition in Zurich. They never arrived there because a drunken driver
ran over them and killed them. This information had been given to me by cousin
Henry Braun in 1983. 2 Tomorrow at noon I will be on the flight to Atlanta,
back in the U.S.A. These have been 30 days I'll never forget!

Day 30.

Tuesday, July 19.

(Writing at home in Asheville, North

Carolina.) A million thanks to Heidi Kroll for carrying a weary old man's travel
bags to the railroad station.
As my train stopped in Zurich, before continuing on to the airport, two
men came into the car and sat down opposite me. I looked -- and it was my
cousins Christian Thony and Ernst Braun. What a surprise! It only took a few
minutes for the train to get to the airport. We had a short rest at the coffee shop,

2

Excerpt from a letter of Nov. 20, 1983, from cousin Henry Braun, Churwalden, Switzerland (at that
time.) He and wife Mary were among the people who participated in the first reception at City Hall in Liestal
for my "welcome to Baselland" on June 23, 1994.
After I have Hgone" twice through your book within a few weeks, and I really enjoyed
it, I discovered a few minor errors which of course will not come to the surface with the US
readers.
As an example, I refer to the bottom of page 92, where you state that your Ma
received a letter dated May 20, 1937. I'm thinking of the death notice of Karl Wenk (Leis's
husband) and your Ma's sister Sophie. The two were involved in an accident in early
summer 1939 and it happened during the morning, 6:30 am on a Sunday. They went by
motorcycle to our Swiss National Exposition but never made it to Zurich. A drunken bastard
in his automobile gave them no chance and Uncle Karl, driving his cycle with Aunt Sophie
sitting just behind him, got run over. Aunt Sophie was instantly killed (fracture of the skull,)
and Karl Wenk passed away ten days later still in the hospital...
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and hurried conversation, then they guided me to the departure gate.

An

enjoyable visit, but much too short.
The flight left at 1:00 p.m.. The weather was beautiful, in a cloudless
sky. I had a window seat over the top of England and Scotland. The aircraft
viewing screen gave a continuous flight video of the journey, with elevations,
countries, and cities along the route. By a circuitous route over the southern tip
of Greenland, with its jagged mountain peaks, the ice floes in the ocean, etc.
Then across upper Labrador. Over Ottawa. Over Syracuse, New York, then the
Blue Ridge in the Southern U.S., and on to the airport in Atlanta. Touchdown
was exactly on the minute! As precise as a Swiss watch. After a three hour wait
in Atlanta, I was on my way to Asheville!

Sunday, November 27, 1994. And now I am again sitting and wondering
what I should write to finish the story of my adventure in Switzerland this past
summer.

I sit and want to write -- but my mind doesn't function; I have a

continuous throbbing headache.
I have achieved a journey and adventure that I never considered possible.
I visited places and people I had known nothing about. It seemed to me that
every door I opened permitted the skeletons of long ago to fall out in front of me.
One of those skeletons in particular screamed at me, "Leave me alone, I
know you, I won't tell you why Emil fled from this beautiful large house. I
won't tell you why he left here to hide himself in the backwoods of Alberta,
Canada, and underground in the coal mines!"

I slammed that door on the

skeleton's skull, shattering it into a thousand slivers.
Even in the cemetery where bodies had long ago decomposed into dust,
they seemed to reassemble and cry out to me, "Where have you been ever since
you left here as a little boy -- many long and weary years ago?"
In Liestal I compiled my daily notes, not expecting to later meld them into
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a last epilogue on my life. I have walked mother's streets, walked by the house
where she grew up. I've been past the buildings where father worked his last job
before he took off into the great unknown in early 1913.
I twice visited the big house "on the Burg" that father and mother built -a home for a happy lifetime, even as most of our relatives who stayed behind
went on to experience. I presented a copy of my book, One Small Lifetime, to
the woman and her mother who now live in my father's house. My son Ernie got
to meet them, and see the house where I once lived.
In Liestal, many memories returned of times and events, of things and
places that had long ago faded ~rom my mind.
I still wonder why father left Liestal, and why mother hadn't fought his
decision to leave. I wonder what I might have become in our tight but beautiful
little land. Had we remained there, would we perhaps have been better off than
in this large continent "America?"
Why dido 't I obey my mother in the early 1930' s, when she tried to
encourage me to return to Switzerland alone? Life seemed so hopeless during the
depression -- ten lost years from my life. Mother had wanted me to return to .
Baselland to stay, and to find a Swiss wife.
Mother, a long time ago, had told me about some of the family problems,
but father, during his lifetime here, never discussed his people.

He had cut

himself off completely from two brothers, five sisters, and his own father -- and
of course from everyone else he had known back home.
The only Swiss contacts our family maintained were through my mother's
correspondence with two of her sisters -- one of whom (Sophie) was killed in the
motorcycle accident in 1939.
Mother died in 1945, only 10 days after my return from World War II in
the Pacific. She had communicated weekly with me throughout the war, when
I was so far from home. It was out there that I missed mother more than anyone
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else! Yes, even more than I missed my wife Florence. Then I came home barely
in time for mother's funeral.
I was the only family member to continue exchanging letters with Aunt
Elisabeth, almost up to the time of her death shortly after 1950. Three of Aunt's
replies are in the opening pages of my One Small Lifetime.
Father and I never really got along together, whether on farms, in coal
mines, or other activities. We often had differences of opinion -- and he always
insisted on his way. In the mines, he never got along with partners on the job.
There were times when he tried to force me to join him as "boss and helper" (he
the boss, of course.) I always managed to avoid him in those efforts. Even after
my return from navy service -- when I was married and over forty years of age - he tried to "boss" me as though I were still a little boy. It was only after he
had moved to Miami, Florida, and, after knowing her for only ten days, married
a totally strange woman, that I learned to appreciate and love my father. By then
I was also living with my family in Florida, near Tampa. His new wife was
abusive and cruel. He learned meekness and obedience to her every demand. He
learned to crawl on hands and knees; he became a different personality. "Big
Mary" fought with him, at times would not speak to him, and wrote him nasty,
filthy letters, some of which he showed me shortly before his death -- in a fire
while burning brush on a lot she owned.
My father was always a hard worker.

He never asked for help nor

sympathy, but he always tried to force the world his way. In the end, he forgot
to make a legal will. He had hoped to outlive Mary and get all their joint monies
and property. He might just have done that had he not tried to burn trash on a
windy day.
At his death the state of Florida gave everything to Big Mary. I had
contact with an attorney, but was told there was no way to break the state's
inheritance laws. Father was married to that slave driver for the last ten years
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of his life -- he paid dearly for all the.cruel hard years he caused mother to bear.
I felt terribly sorry for him. I hope he found his peace under the gravestone
(pictured in the article in Baselbiet AKTUELL.) Amen!

"The Mills of God Grind Slowly, but Exceedingly Fine. "
My own life today holds few future plans. My siblings and children must
all take care of their own lives. I can no longer view the world as a fairyland,
glowing with tinsel and gold. I see it rather as a mess to be heartily left behind.
Since my return from Switzerland, and especially since the story on me
appeared in Baselbiet AKTUELL, several totally unknown relatives have written
to me for further information on the genealogy and history of a Swiss family that
vanished from the Swiss World in 1915 !
And now for my final comments:
1. If I ever were to return to Switzerland, be it for a visit or for my

death, I have at this late date no control over events. I am old, weary, and weak.
For lack of anything further to do, I spend much of my time in bed.
2. My home is now in the U.S.A., and my grave is in the cemetery at
Marathon, New York -- with my wife Florence and near my parents.
3. I have a fairly good pension and health care by present-day American
standards, but not by the Swiss, with their high cost of everything. I am a Life
Member of the American Legion. I had volunteered for naval service. I helped
to win the War in the Pacific. In my final years I have become a member of the
Swiss-American Historical Society.
4. The name THURKAUF is on my American citizenship certificate, as
well as on my tombstone. The Thurston name is on my U.S. Navy discharge
certificate, though "Thurkauf" had to be included in my service records at my
enlistment. "Thurkauf" had been changed to "Thurston" in 1929-30, in citizen
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court at Seattle, Washington, when the family became Americans. At father's
death in 1960 I decided to change again to our ancestral name -- to the honor of
my parents. (See page 290 in One Small Lifetime.)

5.

My parents are buried here, and so my children also will be

eventual!y.
6. I speak the English I learned in Alberta, Canada, as a boy. My SwissGerman left me years ago.
7. My mother suffered her worst years here in North America. And so
did my father.
8. The sun still shines here "some days" -- despite the horrible daily
crimes all over the land -- I have heard and seen "the best and the worst." I have
done more hard work than many other people -- tasks so large that few "In that
Beautiful Little Land" of Switzerland could ever imagine.
9. We four children are still living ( 1996). All of us are over 80 years
old. We have struggled to do our best. We had a difficult beginning, during
World War I, followed by the great American Depression, and finally World War
II. Life has never been easy -- but challenging to the end!
Father, just weeks before his death, confessed to me his deepest regrets
over what he had done to mother -- the many hard cruel years!
Oh Death where is thy sting?
Father started our "One Small Lifetime" here, I should finish it! Why?
Why? Why?

Lord God -- have mercy on us all!
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Memories!

It was one of those glorious clays -- perhaps June 28, 1994 -- when

Monika and Teddy drove my son and me on a tour of outlying villages. We went
up to the "Sissacher Flue" where we got a view of the valley and the village of
Sissach. I had just photographed the scene far down below us, when suddenly
a clear thought "out of the past" came to my mind!

"Monika," I said, "I

remember Sissach for a very special reason."
I explained.

It was after the closing of the Kilmer Job Corps Center, in

mid-1969, that my employer, Federal Electric Corp.-ITT, sent me to Stuttgart,
Germany, to write a training course on a technical project for NA TO engineering
headquarters. A missile detection system had been designed by ITT in the US,
but had to be built by various NATO partners in Europe. My job was to study
the equipment from engineering drawings, then write lesson plans.

On

completing the task I returned to New York.
On arriving at Kennedy Airport I took a shuttle bus to the airlines'
terminal on Manhattan's East Side. Also on the shuttle bus was a young lady,
who also got off at the terminal. From the East Side I had a choice, to take
either a taxicab or a cross-town bus to the West Side terminal. There would be
nearly an hour's wait for the bus.
Then I noticed the young woman looking around -- she seemed confused.
I asked her if I could help her in any way, where she was coming from, and to
where she was going. I detected a foreign accent as she asked how to find the
bus to New Jersey. She had departed from Zurich that morning and was on her
way to New Jersey as a summer exchange student.
I told her that I had come out of Stuttgart that morning also, and that I
was on my way home to New Jersey. I asked where in Switzerland she was
from. Her reply was "from Sissach."
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"I was born in Liestal, Switzerland, many years ago!" I answered back.
This seemed to break the barrier between us. I invited her to share a taxi with
me for the cross-town trip. On arriving at the West Side terminal she gave me
the name and phone number of the people she would stay with -- I think it was
in Montclair. I phoned the number and told them her name and when her bus
would arrive. Then I helped her find her bus, and said "goodbye. "
I did not .write down my young friend's name, and today cannot recall it.
Here was a young woman in an unfamiliar land who trusted a stranger born in
Liestal -- trusted to go with him in a taxi in New York City, so many miles and
years from the Liestal of 1915. It was not until I saw her off on the Montclair
bus that I realized how lucky she had been -- that she could have been picked up
by the wrong man, or the wrong taxi!! And as I looked down onto Sissach this
lovely day from high above the valley floor, I could only wonder if this lady got
back to the beautiful village of Sissach again.

I have 120 beautiful photographs as reminders of my return to Baselland.
One picture in particular -- and it happened on the Ponderosa Farm.

The

Thiirkaufs had been in the States for a visit and had purchased a western style
"Cowboy" saddle; brought it home and mounted it on a frame in the large
banquet room.
Of course it fascinated me, so I mounted it for the camera people.
At this, city attorney and council member Gertrude Schaub (one of my
most enthusiastic boosters), came up to me and yelled, "You sent your first letters
to the 'City Fathers.' Now I want you to understand that we have 'City Mothers'
in the government too. We don't take orders from the men any longer. You sit
behind, I will ride up front!!"
I liked that -- I could hug her better from the rear!
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And now I am finished with the story, though the composing and writing
of it has taxed the strength of my Soul! Readers may ask, "Why did he come
over here the last time? He has not done anything but walk the streets, and eat,
and drink wine and bier!"
That is exactly why I came back to Baselland -- to walk my mother's
streets, to walk with her in memory; memories of joy and sadness. I came over
to pick up where I had left off at the age of 8 years. But now in my 88th year
it is too late to start again. Individually, we all have but "One Small Lifetime"
to live. We must do our best with that. God allows us no second chance!
At my age I have earned the right to relax and do nothing -- and just wait
for my everlasting sleep, and Peace! The World is ever for the young!

For Everything there is a Season;
A time to be Born and a time to Try;
A time to Laugh - and a wave "Good-bye."
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II .
.TRANSLATION OF AN ARTICLE FROM THE LIESTAL NEWSPAPER
21 OCTOBER 1915

An Ocean Journey by a Liestalerin During the World War
When a mother with four small children
travelled to America, the eldest of which was
barely over seven, and the youngest was still
hanging on her back -- it was indeed a daring
endeavor. It would have been worthy of mention even in peacetime.
All her friends in Liestal and in the Kanton
far and wide must take joy in receiving word of
an ocean journey, by our beloved Liestalerin and
her four children who on May 27, 1915, left
Basel and once more passed through Liestal. What must have been her feelings as she started
for America in the middle of a World War,
shortly after Italy had also joined in the conflict!
Despite many interruptions, forebodings,
official interviews, warnings of bombers, torpedoes, floating mines, robbers on the journey,
etc. etc. But her devotion to a far-away husband
was greater than her fears and tears. Her faith
and trust were stronger than all the problems of
taking care of four very young children.
She travelled alone, without any help, with
all her luggage, while at the same time devoting
her time to writing a daily travel diary of all the
happenings - a very precise and interesting
account of a rapidly changing world. - A True
and Stalwart mother - a courageous Swiss
Woman!
Of the many places she saw - Naples,
Palermo, Niagara Falls, she wrote that the
journey through Switzerland was the most
beautiful part of the trip, especially along the
shore of Lake Luzern and the climb through the
Alps, with the circular railway tunnels, and on
through the summit of the Gotthard Pass. Then
over the top and down through the sunny Canton
Tessin.
Her farewell thoughts, "Goodby all our dear
people and Switzerland!" She describes her
memories of the port of Genoa with all the
hustle and bustle of the many people. Then the
boarding of the vessel Dante Alighieri, and the
crowd of people on shore waving handkerchiefs
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol32/iss2/1

to all their departing friends.
With pride did our dear landswoman reply
to a gentleman in the train's dining car who
asked her, "Are you German?" Answered she
proudly, "No, Swiss - Switzerland."
How beloved must her Liestal be to her that
she, in her homesickness on the ship's deck,
evenings, opened to read her book, "Spitteler's
Earliest Memories" (of Liestal)!
Apparently Swiss people overseas must
inspire friendliness and confidence. She experienced good treatment and aid at many locations.
A German-speaking lady on the ship paid much
attention to the children. At one time she told
them a fairy tale about a little star that did not
want to clean its helmet!
She describes how, on the railroad trip,
another English-speaking gentleman was so kind
as to order strawberry ice cream for her and the
children -- and how he and his wife delighted in
seeing how the children enjoyed these delicacies!
And how a train conductor gave little Ernst a
hug, when he saw the little Swiss flag on his
hat. The fellow travelers all seemed to like the
little ones.
How much wearier might the trip have been
for mother but for her labor of love of taking
care of her little ones. Oh, the many cherished
and amusing memories she must have carried
with her! Officials often patted Hans' cheeks,
and Liesli came in for her share of attention
also. The sailors and waiters on the ship soon
became good friends with the children, for the
15-day water crossing, they often laughed at
their childish antics.
Hans frequently climbed the stairs to the
first class compartment, where he would call the
waiters "uncle." He kept yelling at the sea gulls
following the ship, "cock-a-doodle-do!"
When the ship's fog horn sounded, Liesli
wanted to know if that was the factory whistle
back home sounding. At night when she heard
the machinery running below the cabin, she
30
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wondered if her aunt was making all that noise.
Then there was the siege of sea-sickness that
added to her worries about the war at sea.
It was in Naples harbor where Marieli's ball
fell overboard, and a sailor retrieved it with a
net. During their siege of seasickn~s, however,
no one could help them. Hansli wasn't sick, but
Ernst cried and vomited.
Then she writ~ about the long railroad ride,
"the sleeping on wheels," and the continual
jarring and shaking, until they were all stupefied
from wearin~s and tiredn~s.
It was in New York at Ellis Island, after
disembarkation from the ship, that the Swiss
passengers were taken to the Hotel Griitl i.
Mother had to register at the desk, then wrote a
postal card. On looking around for the children,
there was no Hansli in sight. She dashed outside and frantically searched the street, with the
horrible feeling that her Hansli was lost - lost in
a strange city. After some d~perate searching,
she found him sitting inside the hallway of a
house. She writes that never in the rest of her
life will she forget the fright.
It was during the customs inspection of her
luggage that she had a difficult time undoing the
ropes. Then the inspector turned everything
upside down and left her the task of again
repacking and retying with the ropes, while at
the same time watching the children to see that
they did not wander off and become lost among
the hundreds of people.
In reading her diary, one gets the impression
that this stout-hearted woman, in spite of her
burdens and weariness, did not fail to get her
enjoyment and interest in all these changing
seen~. Despite her weariness, she continued to
put her impressions and memories on paper.
Clearly she describes the scenes at Naples,
Palermo, and the Spanish coast. One can follow
her thoughts precisely as she describes the ship's
departure from Genoa, and the journey down the
Italian coast to Gibraltar, and how on board ship
at night no lights were permitted on deck because of war-time security.
She tells about the English torpedo boat that
stopped the Dante Alighieri in the Strait of
Gibraltar and inquired if any Germans were on
board, and on receiving a negative reply, permission to continue was granted! She describes
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how the life boats were kept in readiness for
instant use, and that they were not retracted until
near New York.
She tells about the conditions under which
the third class passengers on the ship lived; they
had all been seasick, how she had shuddered on
seeing how those people lived - the filthy quarters and deck, and how no one had bothered to
clean up.
With deep feelings she described all the
scenes around her, and how terribly homesick
she always was - and as she overlooked the
endless watery stretch~, what mystery lay deep
down in those bottomless depths.
She counted the days and hours to where
they could leave their "floating hotel." At long
last, on Saturday 12 June, 4 am, people began to
bestir themselves. At 5:30 am land was in
sight, and at 6 am breakfast.
She vividly describ~ how beautiful the
Statue of Liberty stood in New York harbor; and
coming near Ellis Island, she could see hundreds
of people waving handkerchiefs in welcome.
But now began the ordeal of the day. The
physical examination and the customs inspection.
Then the continual rush throughout the day, until
finally boarding the train that would carry them
onward West -- on to Buffalo and Chicago, with
all the train changes and her luggage transfers!
And in Winnipeg - the sleeping on waiting
room benches. Getting up at 4 am for the train
at 6 am - only to learn that the train departure
was at 6 pm.
Arriving at Edmonton at 10 pm the following day - only to learn that father was not at the
station. A telegram she had sent from Winnipeg
failed to arrive on time; and how a man came
from an immigration home with a message
telling her that father would be there the following day to take them to the new home!
"All Heil, yours faithfully!"
Note: Uncle Ernst Braun had given a copy of
Mother Thurka.uf's travel diary to the Pfarrer
(minister) K. Brefin, in Tenniken, Baselland,
who wrote his appreciation of it and submitted it
to the newspaper in Liestal. It was published on
21 October 1915. This English translation was
done by Ernest Thurka.uf in 1960, at Crystal
Beach, Florida.
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m.
A RETURN VISIT TO THE LAND OF MY YOUTH
ALBERTA,CANADA

JUNE 1987
Ernest Albert Thurkauf

In my old years, I often had the urge to revisit the scenes of my youthful
days in Alberta, Canada. Florence, my beloved wife, and I had hoped to do it
together, but because of her failing health and serious strokes, it was never to be.
After her passing in 1985, I purchased a new auto with intentions of_
making a North-Western journey alone. But after numerous trips -- up to North
Carolina and New York State -- in the two years after her death, I began to have
serious misgivings about a long journey alone. My two sisters, as well as my
brother and my children, objected to my going it by myself.

They tried to

discourage me with comments that I would never find familiar landmarks nor
people I had known many years ago.
But in April 1987 my son Ernie convinced me to make the trip, and
offered to come with me.
Now the planning and the scheduling commenced. I sat down and made
up a list, in sequence, of all the places mentioned in my book One Small Lifetime
-- from the day in 1915 when my mother and four little children arrived from
Switzerland up to the time, ten years later, when my father and the family
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departed for Washington State.
This written plan became our road map, and I am pleased to state that
almost every point was covered during our very strenuous ten-day grind.
Landmarks, yes, but roads were improved beyond recognition, and the homes and
buildings of the 1910's and 20's long gone. Some villages had been obliterated,
others were standing as ghost towns.

Many former small farms have now

become large estates.
Our trip was a strength-taxing endeavor. My muscles ached for weeks
afterwards. Ernie set the pace, and I at twice his age had to keep up! So started
another great and challenging adventure of my Life!
On the 13th day of June, 1987, I departed from Inverness, Florida, on a
two-day drive to Asheville, North Carolina. After a two-day rest for me, we
drove my car to Atlanta, Georgia, for the first leg of our flight to Edmonton,
Alberta.
Since Ernie had to teach a class up to 9:00 p.m., we did not get an early
start that day! We left Asheville at midnight, and slept in the car at a roadside
rest stop on 1-85 for two hours in the middle of the night.
Then on to Atlanta and the airport, at 6:00 a.m. Our "sleep" was hardly
enough for what we needed for the journey ahead, but a good airport breakfast
revitalized us. A second breakfast followed as soon as we were airborne.
At Minneapolis we had an hour's wait for another Northwest flight to
Edmonton. The airline gave us the third breakfast of the day, in the air. Total
flight time to Edmonton was five hours; somewhat shorter than the two weeks it
had taken mother and children to get from New York to Edmonton in June 1915.
After landing in Edmonton we rented a Ford Taurus automobile from
Hertz. (By the time we returned it ten days later we had put 2000 miles on this
car!)
We were tired after the flight, so we went to a nearby motel and slept
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until the next morning. Our second day was spent in driving. around the beautiful
city of Edmonton, now more than fifty times larger than it had been in 1915.
We also went to the Provincial Archives Library, to learn about the
various areas we intended to visit. I took the op~rtunity to present a copy of my
book to the librarian, and was told that mother's many letters in it, describing life
in early Alberta, would be a welcome addition to their store of knowledge of
pioneering life in the coal mines and on the prairie farms. We also visited the
Edmonton City Library, where I presented another book.
Early the next morning we drove the 120 miles east to Mannville. After
a brief look around the still-small downtown, I approached three old-time
residents on the street and struck up a conversation. We were told that one of my
former school-mates lived but a city block away. We were guided to Charlie
Lynch's house for an unexpected and very welcome reunion.
From Charlie Lynch, two-thirds of a century of history opened up to us.
We got the story of the_area as it had developed over the 63 years since my
family left Mannville in 1924. Charlie was at this time 86 years old -- somewhat
older than I -- but his brother-in-law Ed Calder dropped in, and offered to take
Ernie and me on a drive around the area. The village of Mannville had changed
little over the years. I recognized many old landmarks -- the hotel, the grain
elevators, the railroad station, even a livery stable.
I had inquired of Charlie and Ed about some of my former school mates,
so Ed Calder took us to the senior citizens center and hospital, where I located
Christina Clark Finlay. I was in school with her as a child, and she remembered
me and my family clearly.

In a long conversation about the "old days" at

Hamilton District School, she commented that I had always considered myself
smarter in school than she, just because I was one day older!
We visited several farms where my father and mother had worked so hard
to scratch out a living from the hard cold earth -- farms we lost one after another
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because of droughts, freezes, and finally a catastrophic hail storm.

In driving

around, Ed Calder stopped at several homes of people who were little school
mates of mine long ago.
Then came the big surprise. Before returning to Edmonton for the night,
we were invited to return the next day to be present at the "last and final" reunion
of many former students of the Hamilton District School, the little country school
I attended so long ago. So the next morning we came back to a grand meeting
which turned out to the a "milestone" in my life!
We arrived back in Mannville early, and since the activities were not to
begin until the afternoon, we drove east to Vermillion, then north to the last farm
my family had lived on before leaving for Washington State in 1924.
I was very touched to see this farm. The log cabin where I nearly died
of double pneumonia in the spring of 1923 was no more. I could still recall how
mother put a cot outside in front of the cabin and read to me from her German
books as she nursed me back to health; how a sudden lightning storm came upon

us; how a flash of lightning struck the ground close by; and how a large ball of
fire rolled by my cot. Mother and I had escaped death by inches!
After departing from this farm Ernie and I drove a mile west to look for
the Ottawa District School, the last school I attended in Canada. This was the
place where I caught a severe cold that resulted in my bad illness. The building
had been relocated over by a cemetery, where a sign read "Pioneers at Rest."
Here is where I would have been buried had I not survived my siege of double
pneumonia, and where both mother and I might have been laid to rest if that
lightning bolt had struck a few feet closer. Yes, the "Ottawa District School" has
left many memories to me through the years!!
We also drove north about five miles more to see the lake where brother
John and I just escaped a catastrophe as we crossed the ice in January 1924. We
had to cross the frozen lake with a load of fire wood because the road around the
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lake was blocked by six-foot snow drifts. I can still remember the ice cracking,
the water gushing up, and the horses frantically pulling the sled with its load to
shore just ahead of a frozen death by drowning. [See footnote on page 13.J
We drove back to Mannville, then north-east to find the first farm we had
lived on in Canada; the farm where my parents at first had such high hopes; the
farm we lost after two years of crop failures due to droughts and freezes; the
farm where our run-away horses and wagon bruised my body!

The horses'

hooves spared me, but the wagon wheels did not! (This day I showed Ernie the
place where the accident happened.)
We also went over to the Nix farm. The buildings were all gone. It had
been such a beautiful place! We lived there in 1922, but moved away after a
catastrophic hail storm flattened our two hundred acres of wheat, oats, and
barley, and after a livestock disease the next winter killed about fifty head of our
cattle. I can still remember hitching up the horses before school nearly every
morning that winter to drag another dead cow to a gully and roll her down. I
later called that gully the "Valley of Bones." Ernie and I attempted to find some
souvenir bones, but the brush in 1987 was too thick and we had no tools to help
us get to the bottom!
After a long morning of exploration we arrived at the old Hamilton School
yard, to find it filled with people, some of them nearly as old as I! A ceremony
was held to dedicate a cairn, or stone monument, to the memory of the Hamilton
District School. The school building itself was no longer on the site, having been
moved two miles to a farmer's yard after some vandalism several years earlier.
It is now being used as a storage shed!

The little district schools no longer dot the landscape of the Alberta
prairie. All students today are bussed to Mannville Central School, over excellent
paved roads.
The reunion itself was a very heart-warming occasion for me. Nearly one
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hundred people attended. I met old school mates -- now grey-h~red adults with
their children and grand children!
The dedication party left the school site and drove the two miles west to
Bill Kuchik's farm, where the old school building now serves as his storage
shed.) We had hours of talk and reminiscences. It was here that the great day
ended, with a grand Alberta Beef barbecue, a very delicious meal!
At sundown, after a final round of handshakes, Ernie and I took the road
to Vegreville and a motel for the night. Then next morning, after an "Alberta
Ranchers' Breakfast" to rival the feast of the previous evening, we headed west
on the next leg of our trip.
This time Edmonton was a mere gas stop on the way to Entwistle and
Evansburg, coal mining towns to the west of Edmonton that had been my very
first home away from Switzerland.
In Evansburg we met a few people -- children of long ago -- who reported
the happenings of the many passed years. The coal mines of Evansburg, where
father worked in 1915, have been closed since 1940. The coal camp residences
are all gone, and the village of today is modern in every respect. Except for one .
lady we talked to in a retirement home, no one knew anything of the early history
of the area. I could find no folks who had gone to school there with me in 1915!
We did go to look at many points of interest mentioned in my mother's
letters. I especially had to go see the Lobstick River, where my mother and I
chopped through two feet of winter ice in order to get buckets of water for our
cow and for the household. I also had to see the small patch of land over the
river where we lived with other German-speaking people during World ·war I,
the "German Town" we were all forced to reside in.
While in the Evansburg area we also drove north about five miles, looking
for the homestead where father had intended to make a home for his family in
1915. He built a cabin there before we arrived from Switzerland, and took me
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to see it one time, but he had to abandon it for lack of roads and an abundance
of mud, swamps, and dense forests. We never lived on that homestead, but now,
72 years later, this area is beautiful farm land, easily accessible over excellent
roads.
Our family left Evansburg when a fire closed the mine, and moved west
to the foothills of the Rockies. We returners in 1987 followed that same path
west. From Evansburg and Entwistle we headed toward the Rocky Mountains.
We got as far as Nojak, where we stayed the night in an old motel.

The

mosquitoes were free-wheeling around our heads all night. It was hot and the
windows were open, without any wire screens. This brought back to my mind
the millions of mosquitoes in our cabin in "German Town" in 1915.
With the dawn we fled west to Edson, where we searched for and located
a man who had been a four year old boy in 1916 -- a little boy who saved my
three year old brother from drowning in a deep swamp hole. Of course Bill
Langer, by now 75 years old, did not remember his heroism of 71 years earlier!
And my brother John today [at age 82, as of the latest rewriting of this article in

May, 1996] cannot recall that he owed his life to his young friend.

But I

remember, because mother and I found the two kids, both soaked from the
swamp water! Bill's address had been given to us in Edmonton by his cousin,
a lady my age who went to school with me during my two years' schooling in
Evansburg.
Our next journey took us up into the foot hills of the Rocky Mountains,
to the coal mining regions where father had worked in two other coal mines. At
Bickerdike we turned off onto Highway 47, and on up to Coalspur. From there,
on Highway 40, I found myself in familiar territory.

It was amazing how I

recognized scenes of long ago. In my days on the "Coal Branch" there were no
roads. Foot travel had to be on the railroad tracks. (The train came up from
Edson every other day.)
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The mines have all closed down, and the little villages are long gone. On
this day in 1987 we saw few people and autos. Our intention was to locate the
log cabin at "Mile 40" -- but we found no sign of it. I could not find the location
of the mining villages. So we went onward to Lovett, the end of the highway.
This village is but a ghost town today -- there are no living beings around! We
found one livable house -- a headquarters for the Forest Service -- but no one was
around that day.
I showed Ernie where the entrance to the mine had been, but the area had
changed. The land is strip mined now -- they now move mountains out of the
way with huge power shovels and enormous dump trucks; no more manual labor
with pick and shovel. We stopped to ask an employee about the mines' output.
The man told us that they mine about four million tons of coal a year, and that
all this production goes to Japan. We saw huge pits far down below. When an

area has been mined out, they fill the craters, level off the terrain, and move on.
A few log cabins, in what was once Lovett village, were still there, vacant
and mostly collapsed. I think I located the remains of what had been our first
Rocky Mountain home! Father and family had lived here but for a short time. ·
The miners in 1917 went on strike, so my father loaded all our belongings into
a railroad box car and moved down to "Mile 40," where we took over a vacant
log cabin in the valley, shown on page 9 of my book, One Small Lifetime.
Some months later the miners there also went on strike, demanding more
money.

Father and I loaded our belongings into another box car -- back to

Evansburg, and further work for father.

The burned-down tipple and coal

bunkers had by then been rebuilt. That year, 1917, was a heart-breaking and
back-breaking time for mother. Besides our home-made household furniture, we
also had two cows and several hogs to boost into the box car!
At day's end we drove down Highway 40 to Cadomin, which in my days
was also active in coal production. The village now has a few retired people and
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The scenery here, as all over the II Coal

others who have summer homes.

Branch," is beautiful, sitting beneath the snow-capped peaks of the high Canadian
Rockies on the continental divide -- the "Switzerland of Alberta."
The next leg of our journey took us down the mountain to Hinton, near
the entrance to Jasper National Park. Here we stopped for the night at a motel.
The manager asked us where we came from. I said "from Florida. 11 At this he
warned us that we might not like his place, but on second thought he asked where
we had stayed the night before.

When Ernie told him, "at Nojak," the man

grinned and exclaimed, "You will like my place!"
In the morning we went to a local store and bought two topographical
maps of the Coal Branch area. On these maps I found where our "Mile 40" log
cabin must have been located. The new paved Highway 40 apparently went right
over the spot where the cabin had stood!
We went to another store to locate an interesting book, Oh The Coal
Branch, which had been recommended to us by a restaurant manager in Cadomin.

This store had no more copies of the book, but the manager phoned a lady in
town who came and sold me her own copy, stating that she could get another
copy at the next printing.

She signed her name in it, "Violet Bjornson. 11

I

showed One Small Lifetime to the store employees, who were interested in my
mother's letters on life in the coal camps and on the prairie farms. After my
return to Florida I sent the manager a copy of my book.
Our next two days were spent in sightseeing the Rocky Mountains in
Jasper and Banff National Parks. These were the most grueling days of the trip.
I had to keep up with my son Ernie, who insisted on hiking numerous mountain
trails and deep canyons.

We rode the gondola cable lifts to the tops of two

mountains, and walked for several miles on the footpath up part way to Mount
Edith Cavell. The following day we rode a "people mover," a huge bus called
the "Snow Mobile," up onto the Athabasca Glacier in the Columbia icefields. A

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol32/iss2/1

40

et al.: Full Issue

40
day later we hiked part way around Lake Louise, and visited the large beautiful
hotel, but did not overnight there because their room rents were far above what
we could afford.
Our last tour day started by visiting the Calgary Winter Olympics
Complex being erected for the coming winter sports; the ski slopes, the bobsled
runs, the toboggan slides, and all the other interrelated construction.

After

leaving our motel we traveled through Calgary, followed by a drive to Drumheller, where my father in 1913 got his start as a coal miner before leaving, after a
few weeks, for the coal mine in Evansburg.
Our next adventure was a trip to the "Bad Lands of Alberta" -- an area of
rugged hills and valleys which experienced immense earthquake and volcanic
upheavals millions of years ago! We also visited the large museum with many
dinosaur skeletons on display.
I was deeply impressed that this area had, millions of years ago, been very
hot -- and was the home of such huge creatures!

The Drumheller area has

enormous coal fields. This means that dense forests of huge trees covered this
area even before the days of the dinosaur. Oil drilling is also much in evidence
here. Father had left here because of dangerous working conditions in the mines,
due to earth faults causing collapses inside the mines.
The last leg of our adventure ended with the return to Edmonton to visit
another school mate of long ago -- Tom Lynch, the younger brother of Charlie
Lynch, whom we had met on our first day in Mannville.
Our last night was spent in the motel at the airport. In the morning we
returned the car to Hertz, then stepped aboard the aircraft and waved a grand
"Farewell" to Edmonton and the land of my early homes in North America!
Oh, the memories that tumbled into my mind as the airplane lifted into the
brilliant blue Alberta sky!

I gazed down once more on Beaverhill Lake,

Mannville, Vermilion -- places where I had worked on threshing crews, plowed

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2021

41

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 32 [2021], No. 2, Art. 1

41
land with four-horse teams, and hauled grain to the elevators with a large wagon
and two tandem teams of horses -- in the "old days" when I frequently had to
stay out of school to work on the farm, even as a skinny 14 year old kid!
After my return to my lonesome mobile home in Florida, I spent weeks
studying the books I had brought back from Alberta -- two volumes on The Foley
Trail, and one entitled Trails to Mannville and Districts, which described the
many places and stories written by the hardy pioneers, of their struggles to make
a start through sunshine and storms! Then there was Oh The Coal Branch, about
the struggles in the mines -- the cave-ins and death! Then another interesting
book, Ghost Towns of Alberta, describing villages of the pioneers -- now mere
shadows of the past.
The first two books had been given us by the Alberta-born lady of Swiss
parentage in Evansburg. I gave her my book One Small Lifetime. Her parents
had been good friends of my father and mother, and her brother was a friend of
mine. Doris Winteler was born after we had departed for Mannville. I never
met her until we found her in a retirement haven. A local policeman had directed
us!
The Mannville book was first shown my son by Ed Calder in one of the
local stores. In that book is a map of Hamilton School District. Early settlers'
names are on each quarter-section of land. And there was our first farm, with
the name "Turkuff!"
Since those books had been printed some years before our 1987 visit, I
had no chance to write about our years of activities there.
This great adventure will never leave my mind. Memories will linger on.
We took many pictures -- 120 in color and 60 in black and white.
I am pleased that my son has now seen many of the places in North
America where I lived and worked. And that he has also seen the country of my
birth -- Baselland, Switzerland -- in the summer of 1994!
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IV.
ENTERING THE UNITED STATES [1924]
EXCERPTED FROM ONE SMALL LIFETIME
Ernest Albert Thurkauf

In the autumn of 1923, father left for the States. Mother and the four

children remained on the farm. Father had to get himself established somewhere.
I (age sixteen) was now the man of the house. Mother and I learned to butcher
a cow; we sold some young stock and raised pigs and chickens. We somehow
made enough to exist. Winter was now coming on, and about every two weeks
ma and I had to go to town through the ice and snow -- and occasionally
bliz:z.ards.
Father went to Portland, Oregon, and there he hired out to a ranch near
Prineville in central Oregon.

From there he drifted into lumber camps at

Tillamook, Oregon, then to Hoquiam, Washington. When he left us, he had
stated that he would not go back to mining, but -- lo and behold -- we next had
a letter from him telling us that he was working in a silver mine at Mullan,
Idaho! He told me in later years that the Mullan Mine also was a man-killer. He
left there and went to Black Diamond, Washington, and back into coal-mining.
The mine had been closed for two years because of a miners' strike, but was now
open again. It was the best-paying job he had found in all his searching, but
during his wanderings, he had not been able to store up any money.
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So it was to Black Diamond that we should go! He rented a company
house and wrote, "Come." This was now May 1924.
Mother and I had sold what we could and given away what we could not
sell. It got us enough money for the tickets to Seattle where father was to meet
us. We departed from Vermilion; a neighbor had hauled us and our trunks to that
point. We arrived the next day in Vancouver, British Columbia, and stayed at
a hotel. We wandered around the city and attended our first movie theater. We
marveled at the fancy shops, the paved streets, and the sidewalks! It was all quite
a new experience for us.
The next day we went to the railway station, bought the tickets, and
boarded the train. Our trunks had been there from the day before and therefore
were also on board. But, before the train started moving, some men came along
and asked for U.S. immigration entry permits! Mother was dumbfounded and
thunderstruck! What permits? We had to get off the train, and our trunks were
put into the baggage room. Some official advised mother to go see the Swiss
consular official. Since father hadn't become a Canadian citizen, he had not been
naturalized. WE WERE STIU SWISS!
The consular official was curt, corrosive, and abusive. Our poor, longsuffering mother was on the receiving end of a tongue-lashing such as no coalhauling mule in the mines had ever gotten. The man wanted to know how father
had ever got across the line without passing through his office. Mother of course
had no idea. 3 He yelled at her that father must have jumped the line illegally.
Mother had to agree that perhaps that was the case! What next? We returned to

She may have had some idea. In March, 1917, Amalia Thurkauf has written to her sister in Liestal,
Switzerland:
I read in the paper that nobody can get across the border[into the U.S. J, but we, as
Swiss, could get a pass from the Consul. But that would cost us a lot of money for the Swiss
war tax, so we will have to wait it out. Emil says he could smuggle himself across near
Winnipeg, and once the man is across -- the family can follow easily!
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to the hotel, and for three days we were shunted from official to official. There
must have been a lot of inquiry going on among Canadian, U.S., and Swiss
officials! They must all finally have concluded that the easiest way out .for all
concerned was to let this Swiss Family cross the line.
Father was contacted and brought to Seattle, where he was permitted to
square himself and get his immigration mess in order. Poor mother suffered
horribly through this interlude. She consulted with me about what to do if no
entry permits were forthcoming. I informed her, and she agreed, that I would go
find a job in a nearby mine and support her and the children. By this time I felt
fully qualified for work; I was seventeen years of age and strong, although my
lungs were still hurting.

[Editor's note: from a bout of double pneumonia,

described earlier in the book.]

Three days of confusion and waiting finally ended when permission was
granted for us to proceed. We boarded the next train to Seattle and arrived
without further difficulty. Father was at the station to welcome us and take us
to Black Diamond, to the house he had rented and furnished.
[Editor's note: The Thurkauf family all became United States citizens,
taking the family name "Thurston", in Seattle, Washington in 1929-30.J
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